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Thurn1ond Institute Lectures
EDUCATIONAL REFORM IN THE UNITED STATES
The first and by far the most widely discussed issue relating
to education is the declining quality of the schools. There is no
issue more on the hearts and minds of Americans, none that
causes more bitterness and frustration than the belief on the
part of a large number ofour people that our schools have failed
us. The schools, very simply, are not teaching enough of our
children the most basic elements of the education they need to
function as wage-earners and con tributing members of society.
I should like to interject an autobiographical note at this
early point in my presentation. You need to know where I'm
coming from so that you will be able to evaluate my biases.
Most of my adult life has been spent at work in public
education. As an educator, I feel real anguish at the need to
begin my report on American schools on such a critical note; for
my experiences as a teacher and administrator have been
almost entirely positive. I began my service as a 23-year-old,
just back from service in World War II, teaching physics and
chemistry and for a time, junior high school science in one of the
excellent school districts in upstate New York. I have never
held a job I enjoyed as much, nor one that provided me the deep
satisfaction that comes only from serving others and feeling
that one is doing it well.
Following those five and one-half years in the public schools,
I began teaching at the college level; I taught undergraduate
physics but maintained a strong interest in pedagogy and in the
related areas of curriculum and teacher education. Through
out my career in university teaching and administration, I
stayed in close touch with the schools and remained reasonably
active in service to public education.
I submit this personal statement only to tell you that I have
been deeply committed to public education, I remain devoted
to public education, and I intend to help build a stronger public
school system for my grandchildren. I believe, nonetheless,
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that conditions today warrant an honest, fair-minded analysis
of the schools and their problems and my contribution this
afternoon will be the most objective, constructive criticism that
I have it in my power to render.

How Bad Are the Schools?
Are the public schools really as bad as they say? Well, let's
hear what they say. Let's start with the ACT and the SAT scores.
The decline started in the early 1960s, and while the low point
in both scores came about 1980, the recovery has been modest.
Scores are still well below the 1960 levels. I am not going to
recite from the long list oftest results and assessments and polls
that show American students to be at or near the bottom in
nearly everything; in science and math, in geography, in writ
ing- the litany of our shortcomings goes on and on. The
shortcomings of the public schools are discussed by the syndi
cated columnist, Warren Brookes, whose writings on educa
tion I recommend to you.
Mr. Brookes' essay, ''Public Education and the Global Fail
ure of Socialism," is the source of some challenging ideas on
educational reform. Brookes reports on the research of two
leading economists, John Kendrick of Washington University
and John H. Bishop of Cornell. These men are concerned with
the decline in the rate of productivity growth and the relation
ship between this decline and st·u dents' test scores. During the
1970s and 80s, America's growth in productivity fell from three
percent a year to less than one percent. During the same period,
test scores were declining. The declining scores reflect the
interdependence of the ''knowledge factor'' (Kendrick's term)
and productivity. This simply confirms the widely held belief
that knowledge is our most basic fonn of capital. Bishop
estimates that the test score decline in the 1970s explains about
20 percent of the producti vi ty slowdown of the 80s. He believes
that as much as 40 percent of the expected productivity gap of
. the 1990s will be the result of the declining test scores of the 80s.
What makes these data disturbing to Americans is that we
have witnessed substantial increases in spending for the public
2

schools over the same period. Expenditures per pupil in
current dollars for the United States in 1980 amounted to
$2,094; in 1988, $4,257. School funding in most states in the
Southeast increased at about the same rate. Teachers' salaries
increased sharply, from an average of $16,000 in 1980 to $28,000
in 1988. School funding, while still not adequate in many
school districts, has risen more rapidly than other economic
indicators. The quality of our schools during this period has
not increased in proportion-and therein lies the basis for
increased public pressure for changes in the way our schools
are operated.

Reforming the Schools
The current wave of school reform began in the early 1980s.
Then Secretary of Education Terrell Bell appointed a National
Commission on Excellence in Education whose report in 1983
was deeply disturbing to educators in particular and Ameri
cans in general. The Commission warned:
Our nation is at risk ... if an unfriendly foreign
power had attempted to impose on America the
mediocre educational performance that exists
today, we might well have viewed it as an act of
war ... we have, in effect, been committing
an act of unthinking, unilateral educational
disarmament.
Other commissions and committees followed the National
Commission on Excellence. A task force of the Twentieth
Century Fund warned that ''The performance of our schools
falls far short of expectations." The Education Commission of
the States said the schools were ''adrift'' and a report by the
Carnegie Foundation told us that a deep erosion of confidence
in our schools was coupled with ''... disturbing evidence that
at least some of the skepticism is justified." Reformers ever)"where called for more rigid course content, higher graduation
standards, better training for our teachers and merit pay. The
mass media took up the cry and the television networks pro
duced prime-time documentaries on the problems of our
,
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schools. Gallop polls meanwhile, were reporting on how the
American :people felt about education. They began in 1974 to ask
the public to grade their schools. By 1981 the percentage of people
who people gave their schools an A or B had declined from 48
percent to 36 percent while those who graded the schools with a D
or F increased from 11 percent to 20 percent.

Giving Parents a Choice
If a case can be made that Americans are sorely troubled by
the quality of their schools, it follows that many of them would
believe they could do a better job of running the schools. Well,
not running them exactly, but having a say in how they're
organized and operated; and most of all, in having a say in
which of the district's schools their children attend. The choice
of their children's schools is a matter of great importance to
many Americans-but it is a choice they make only once if at
all.Parents make that choice when they move to a new commu
nity. (Ask any realtor what criteria home-buyers place at the
top of their list.) But once that choice has been made, there is
usually no other opportunity to participate in the process.
There is, of course, if you can afford to send your child to a
private school. And for a small number of public school
parents, magnet schools and alternative school programs of
various kinds offer some choice. But their clients are limited in
number and they are restricted to a narrow range of curricular
options.
The reform movement that is widely known as parental
choice, or just educational choice, has more force, in my judg
ment, than any of the so-called reform movements in memory.
I ts central purpose and method is to permit parents to select the
schools their children attend and we're talking just about
public schools now. One of the features that makes this so
attractive to parents and taxpayers is that it empowers them to
participate in an enterprise that is vitally important to their
children. If it's important for newcomers to the community to
move into a neighborhood whose schools will provide the best
educational opportunities for their children, we should have
4

•

no trouble understanding why those already in residence
would place a high value on the same privilege.
The introduction of competition into our schools is surely
one of the strongest features of parental choice. Competition
for students is certain to be a motivating force for excellence
among schools as competition is in other endeavors. It works
that way in the private schools, a topic we shall consider a bit
later.
But there is much more to parental choice, and it's important that the necessary conditions for a successful parental
choice program be carefully spelled out. The failure of choice
proponents to do so or perhaps the failure of a large segment of
the establishment to pay attention while they to do so is the
most formidable challenge faced by the choice reformers. It's
a program that lends itself to simplistic interpretations, and the
name of the movement sometimes gives the impression that
the selection of the school is all there is to it. That's far from the
truth.
I should like now to describe several conditions that I
believe must be met if parental choice is to be given a reason
able chance to work.
There must be diversity among the district's schools from
which choices are made and that diversity must be in kinds of
instructional programs offered, n9t just quality of instruction.
If it is only the latter, most parents will naturally select the best
schools, and we all know that most parents know which are the
best schools (even if the school administrators don't). Dividing
the district into good and bad schools and having parents
compete for the best and abandon the worst is not parental
choice. So the program will fail if the school district does not
develop genuine curricular diversity, permitting families to
select the school with the academic program that best suits
thei1· needs. This is competition in action~
Each school must have a principal, a leader who under
stands that he/ she has the authority and the responsibility to
lead. That means having a heavy part in the selection of
teachers, in making classroom developing a distinctive mission for school.
5

Some of you have heard of the Parental Choice Program in
District Number Four in East Harlem in New York City. I've
had the privilege of visiting District Four's schools, talking
with teachers and administrators, and I'll be using that pro
gram as a reference point in this discussion. Among the things
they have done well in District Four is to organize schools
around the curricular and vocational interests of students and
parents; and they have written mission statements to describe
those interests. More on this later.
The school bureaucracy must be decentralized and in some
cases, simply demolished. I have long believed that a fair
amount of the record-keeping and standardizing and regulat
ing that emanates from the superintendent's office is not essen
tial and indeed may be inimical to good teaching. Yes, I'm
aware that all of the specialists in the central administration can
justify their positions and most of them do useful things; but
whether they're essential things is another question.
In addition to being less than essential, I believe that many
of them detract from the authority and the freedom of class
room teachers to teach. We have done a remarkable job in this
country of deprofessionalizing teaching. We have asked teach
ers to provide a very large number and range of services to
children and made them answer to countless regulations and
restrictions. What we have not done is to regard teachers as
mature, professionally competent people who in the perfor
mance of their classroom duties, create, design, administer,
lead, and most important of all, teach children in ways they
think children need to be taught.
I ran for Florida Commissioner of Education a few years
ago; I didn't win, but I certainly learned a lot about Florida's
schools during 16 months of nearly full-time campaigning
throughout the state. One of the things I learned was that
compensation is not the thing teachers care about most. They
care more about the treatment they receive at the hands of the
authorities. Many, perhaps most, feel that they are regarded as
something less than professionals, and they feel demoralized
by it. Furthermore, they feel they know that in those sub
professional roles they are Rot meeting the needs of children as
6
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well as they are capable of doing.
So, whilelacknowledgethatreducingthenumberofpeople
in the administration of the schools would eliminate some of
the useful services now provided, I believe that placing more
responsibility and authority on the classroom teachers would,
by focusing attention on the very heart of the educational
enterprise, the classroom, leave us wondering why we ever
collected all that information in the first place.
I think I can anticipate the response of school administra
tors to this suggestion. We don't originate those requests, they
say. They're sent down from above, from the state department
of education, or the state legislature, or the governor's office.
And that is exactly the point: Someone needs to call a halt to this
kind of bureaucratic interference and to move the processes of
education closer to the local community, indeed closer to the
individual school and to the classroom.
For years, I have observed the bureaucratic machinery of
education in Florida's capital city, because that's where I've
lived. There have been moments when I thought the whole
thing was about to spin out of control. Legislators have a
tendency to believe that an appointment to a committee deal
ing with education, immediately transforms them into educa
tional experts and, for some, the line between enacting legisla
tion and managing the schools grows very thin. If the parents
of the school children become more directly involved, in a
supportive and helpful way, in the schools their children
attend, it's entirely possible that they will help to persuade
legislators to accept the premise that good schools can't simply
be mandated, someone has to create them, and it can only
happen in local school districts.
Parents must be involved not just in choosing the school
their children attend, but in helping to decide what it does. This
must be the most difficult part of the whole scheme because it
reverses a trend that has been at least 30 years in the making.
We're the professional educators, we've said, and while it's
nice to see parents o<;casionall y at PTA meetings and at school
plays and athletic contests, we don't want them messing around
much in our profession (even using the limited definition of
7

profession given above).
Butwhatwe must remember is that these are public schools,
bought and paid for by the people; and, moreover, that we are
entrusted with our clients' most treasured possession, their
children. I believe that a genuine partnership between parents
and teachers (exceeding even that which people in my age
group imagine that we remember fondly from our childhood)
would produce surprisingly satisfying results for both teachers
and parents. I'm convinced of that because I've seen it happen
in East Harlem and in some other school districts where paren
tal choice and parental involvement are well along. I'll be
honest enough to admit that I probably would not have the
courage to recommend this kind of a close working relation
ship between parents and teachers if I had not seen it work so
successful!y.
But to those skeptics who are still uneasy about a change of
this magnitude, let me pose one simple question: In opera
tional terms, how are the schools of America working now?
Would the problems that might be generated by inviting
parents into the enterprise be any more troublesome than those
you are dealing with every day?
School administrators, teachers and school boards must be
courageous enough to make changes of a kind they have not
had to deal with in the past. In District Four, for example,
they've closed down schools when parents elected not to send
their children to a particular school in sufficient numbers to
keep it open. It didn't remain closed long, however, just long
enough for some creative teachers a:nd parents and a dynamic
leader-principal-to design and establish a new school to
meet the needs and the interests of the students to be served.
But, you say, didn't this create problems for school admin
istrators? Let me answer by telling you that there are now 52
schools in the 20 buildings in District Four. I visited one school
building that housed three separate and distinct junior high
schools. In District Four they've said simply, "if the needs of
our students require a school with a different mission from
those we now offer, let's see if we can't create a new school that
meets that need; and if that means having two or three small
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schools where a larger one existed before and having two or
three schools in the building formerly occupied by one school
... well, what's the problem?'' It's that kind of creative courage
that is essential, if parental choice is to work. Such situations in
District Four are seen more as opportunities than as problems.
But whether problems or opportunities, in any discussion of
parental choice, some attention should be given to the chal
lenges that change of this kind may generate. Consider the
following:
There are likely to be problems, involving
transportation and physical facilities and other
things that will place limitations on the program
in some districts. Common sense tells us that we
must recognize those and be honest enough to
admit that District Four style choice will not
work well everywhere. There is no standard
pattern for choice programs and school districts
should be imaginative in designing programs to
meet their needs. They should keep in mind,
however, the old dictum that schools are for
students, not for administrative convenience.
Parental choice must not be permitted to be a
vehicle to resegregate the schools, and it doesn't
need to be. There are a number of ways in which
this can be prevented. In the districts I am
familiar with where style choice has been used
successfully, that simply hasn't happened.
Don't assume that implementing a program
of choice will cost less or that it will cost more.
The people in District Four tell me that the alloca
tion to operate the schools is the same as it was
before choice. There is an important principle
here that I believe educators would be well ad
vised to follow: If you're going to be involved in
a reform movement, especially one being advo
cated by taxpayers, and most especially by the
business community, design the program with
edt1cational considerations first and cost second.
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We need to remember that poll after poll has
shown that taxpayers say they are willing to pay
more for education if they can reasonably expect
to get better results.
Don't try to move too fast or expect too much.
Again, a reference to District Four: that program
has been underway for nearly 15 years. The rest
of the country ought to be able to move faster
because District four was inventing the wheel
every day and we don't need to do that. But,
again, let's take advantage of the pressures from
the taxpayers and the parents and remind them
that the changes they are encouraging us to make
will not reform the schools overnight. And take
comfort in knowing that because the parents are
involved, they will be able to make that observa
tion themselves, and will help to make clear to
the public and the media and the legislators that
there are no easy answers.
In summary, parental choice, if it's done right, has the
following benefits: It makes professionals of teachers, it in
volves parents in a useful and meaningful way, it forces local
control, it puts function ahead of structure and it introduces
competition. And the concept of competition leads me to my
next proposal.

Choice for the Independent Schools
Should parental choice be extended to the independent
schools.-the private and parochial schools that now enroll 12
to 14 percent of our students in K-12? I think I see strong
evidence that support for extending parental choice to the
independent schools is growing. One sees the matter discussed
in the literature much more widely today than even a year ago,
and in my own state, Florida, legislation is being introduced
this spring which will call for the introduction of tuition vouch
ers for use in the independent schools. The same trend seems
to be underway in several other states.
10

The principle is not hard to understand. It is simply to let
the tax dollars follow the child to whatever school he or she
attends, and to release taxpayers from the double burden of
paying taxes for the support of the district's· public schools
while at the same time paying to have their children attend the
independent schools of their choice.
This movement is also driven by the spirit of competition:
The belief that parents are consumers and that they will get the
best return on their investment if those who run the schools are
competing for their business.
The proponents of tuition vouchers have still more evi
dence to cite. They point out that the dollar cost per student in
many independent schools, those run by the Catholic Church
for example, is lower than in most public school districts,
sometimes by half, and that the quality of educational output
is higher. They point to average ACT and SAT scores, drop-out
rates, acceptances of high school graduates by the best colleges
and universities. They alsocitetheworkofJamesColeman, the
University of Chicago sociologist, whose research suggests
that the Catholic schools, in particular, seem to have a sense of
community and family involvement in education that has
highly beneficial effects. And, finally, they point out that the
religious schools and most other independent schools are not
reluctant to recognize the place of family and community
values or the obligations of citizenship or teaching about ethics
and religion in their programs of instruction. An increasing
number of Americans today believe a return to school curricula
that include such ideas and principles is entirely appropriate.
The opposition to tuition vouchers is stated mostly in terms
of a constitutional challenge, or the claim that using tax monies
for private schools will ''destroy public education." With
respect to the first, if you've followed this debate in the litera
ture, you know that the legal questions have been pretty well
laid to rest. The principle being followed is that tuition vouch
ers are made available to parents who spend them according to
their own preferences. Tax monies that may be paid directly to
schools may not, of course, be used for religious instruction.
There are ample precedents that have cleared the courts in
11

numerous cases, beginning with the GI Bill of Rights in which
tax monies were made available to veterans of World War II,
and these funds were spent at public, private and religious
institutions alike.
Will tuition vouchers destroy the public schools? I do not
believe so, for if I did, my re1narks today would not be an
endorsement of choice in any form. I see no reason to subscribe
to the annihilation scenario simply because there is no real
basis for accepting it. In Chicago, something like a third of the
school age children now attend independent schools, mostly
Catholic schools, and while the public schools in Chicago are
not generally cited as exemplary institutions, I have not heard
anyone say that their problems have been caused by competi
tion from the independent schools. In fact, a good case can be
made that the public schools of Chicago would be in a good bit
more trouble if they were responsible for the education of the
students now enrolled in the Catholics schools. Imagine, if you
will, the addition of 150,000 students to the public school rolls
with no additional funding. Remember that all of those parents
whose youngsters are in the independent schools have contin
ued to pay their taxes to support the public schools Which, by
general agreement, are among the worst in this country; and
schools which, not incidentally, are shunned by a large per
centage of Chicago's public school teachers as places for the
schooling of their own children. They send their children to the
independent schools.
The best argument for including the independent schools in
parental choice for tuition vouchers, in other words, is that
doing so broadens parents' choices both in numbers of avail
able schools and in variety of programs offered, and it intensi
fies competition. Each, in my opinion, is a desirable end
product.
With respect to the larger question of parental choice,
whether limited to the public schools or not, I believe that one
can generalize about the opposition to the movement as fol
lows: The opposition comes from the educational establish
ment generally who don't understand it, from the unions who
fear it, and from school boards and school administrators who
12

feel they must protect their turf; and that means rejecting
competition. Its support comes from business people who
endorse competition and from people like me who have been
around long enough to have tried nearly everything else and
who are weary of the age-old plea from school boards and
school administrators who say ''just give us more money.' ''For
what?'' we say. And the answer comes back, ''to do more of the
same.''
I opened these comments on parental choice by mentioning
the limited opportunities parents have for choosing their
children's schools. There is, however, one other choice parents
can make, and they are doing so in increasing numbers. It's
called home schooling. I won't spend more time on that option
now, except to point out that the number of home scholars is
growing rapidly and the reports tell of satisfied parents and
well-schooled children. And speaking of a threat to the public
schools, if you want to frame the issue in tl1ose terms, home
schooling is a threat that the establishment has almost no way
to counter. The hoine school movement is so well recognized,
and in some states so sacrosanct, that it is not likely to confront
any serious challenge. And, of course, parents can pretty much
determine their own curriculum including ethics and moral
values. I, for one, do not believe that home schooling parents
will continue to pay their school taxes without protest as they
watch the school bus drive by their front yards each morning
and then turn to teach their own children who are studying
from textbooks that they have paid for out of their own pockets.
Home schooling is the expression of a principle that is
precious to many people. The practice recognizes that the
education of one's children is perhaps the most fundamentally
important responsibility of parenthood. If parents believe that
they can teach their children better than the government can do
it, they are exercising a right that most of us would defend. It
is but a small step from choosing to educate my children at
home to selecting an institution outside the home that satisfies
my family's requirements for schooling, and that step is grow
ing steadily smaller in the current school reform movement.
1
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Multicult11ralism: The Institutionalization of Hate
I should now like to turn to a discussion of multiculturalism
in the curriculum, to use words with fewer syllables, that
means introducing aspects of the many cultures of present-day
America into programs of instruction. State boards of educa
tion and local school districts are now caught up in trying to
decide what components of the various ethnic, racial and
religious groups should be included in the curriculum.
We have a rich history, you know, of contending over what
ideas and philosophies and values should be taught in our
schools. A century ago, Protestants and Catholics were at issue
over which version of the Bible should be used in school
religious observances and, later, whether the Bible should be
used at all. More recently, the secularization of the schools has
prompted attacks on the curricula and on textbooks and library
books. Turmoil for school administrators and teachers has
been generated by racial desegregation, by the immigration of
Latins and other ethnic groups in-' large numbers, and by a
variety of other special interest groups and cultures. The
historian, Diane Ravitch, has written eloquently on this matter,
and I listen carefully to what she has to say. Dr. Ravitch, in my
opinion, is one of those rare people who is a distinguished
scholar, an insightful observer of the schools, a true expert in
the history of American education, and an articulate expositor
of her views. She may be brilliant too, I suspect she is, but I
prefer to think of her as a person with abundant common sense.
Professor Ravitch is one of the principal sources of my informa
tion on this topic, and I'm going to cite her and a few others for
much of what I shall say in the next few minutes. My attention
has been called to this issue by my acquaintance with what I
describe, without hesitation, as outrageous behavior on the
part of some so-called educators. The special interests at issue
here are those of blacks, women and several ethnic groups. Let
me tell you about them. But first, let me define two terms that
are heavy in the literature on this subject.
Pluralism: Pluralism seeks a rich commorl culture and
pluralists seek to expand the understanding of American cul14

ture into a richer and more varied tapestry. Itis generally based
on sound scholarship and has led to recent revisions in what
children are taught in school. It embraces a kind of warts-and
all account of events and employs an unflinching examination
of racism and discrimination in our history. Admittedly, it has
had a sizeable task to undo some of the silly mythologies of
history that we have asked our children to accept. Its lesson in
the end, though, in the eloquent language of Diane Ravitch, is
that ''in our national history, different groups have competed,
fought, suffered, but ultimately learned to live together in
relative peace and even achieved a sense of common nation
hood." That's pluralism.
Particularism. It proposes an ethnocentric view whose
purpose is to raise the self esteem and, therefore, the academic
achievement of children from racial and ethnic minority back
grounds. Its proponents claim that these children will do well
in school only if they are immersed in a prideful version of their
ancestral culture. Their efforts appear, at first glance, to be
similar to black history month or women's history month
whose purposes are the celebration of the achievements of
those groups and to demonstrate that neither race nor gender
stands in the way of achievement. Those celebrations teach
thatchildrenirrespectiveoftheirrace,religion,gender,ethnicity
or family origin can achieve honor and dignity and success if
they aim high and work hard.
But contrast that with the particularistic teachings that are
now emerging in force in a number of school districts. They
teach children that their identity is determined by their ''cul
tural genes," th.at the culture in which they live is not their own,
even though they and their ancestors were born in America.
They claim that our culture is Eurocentric and, therefore,
hostile to those whose ancestors are not Europeans, and that
racial and ethnic minorities should deny any connection to the
American culture. This kind of education is intended to foster
self esteem in the belief that academic achievement and other
good things will follow.
A curriculum known as the ''African-American Baseline
Essays'' was developed for the Portland, Oregon schools in
'

'

15

1982 and is now being used as a resource document in Atlanta

and serves as a model for programs currently being developed
in Indianapolis, Prince George's County, Maryland and Wash
ington, D.C. One of the leading figures in this movement is
Leonard Jeffries, Jr., chairman of the black studies department
at the City University of New York. Dr. Jeffries dismisses
whites as the "ice people," whose endless savagery is due to a
lack of melanin, the all important chemical that turns blacks
into benign "sun people" and gives them intellectual advan
tages over whites as well.
Here are some of the highlights of the Baseline Essays:
Africa was "the world center of culture and learning in antiq
uity;'' Ancient Greece largely derived its culture from blacks.
The greatness of African science can be realized by deduction:
Since Africa is widely believed to be the birthplace of the
human race, it follows that Africa was the birthplace of math
ematics and science. The blowgun made possible the pistol and
the machine gun, and the African study of electric eels may
have led to the invention of the battery. The oral-aural tradition
of Africa is liberating whereas the dependence of the West, and
presumably of the East, on the written word is misplaced.
Over the weekend of November 2, 1990, the ''Second Na
tional Conference on the Infusion of African and African
American Content in the High School Curriculum" took place
in Atlanta. From accounts I have read, it was an extraordinary
conference. One of the speakers, Mr. Wade Nobles, who runs
a "Manhood Development and Training Program" for troubled
black students in a multi-racial high school in Oakland, Califor
nia, explained why black education should be rid of white
influences. "When we adopt other people's theories we are like
Frankenstein doing other people's wills. It's like someone
drinking some good stuff, vomiting it and then we have to
catch the vomit and drink it ourselves." In case the audience
was not clear about his meaning, Nobles continued, ''The
Greeks gave back the vomit of the African way . . . don't
become the vomit drinkers." There were, I am told, some 1,000
people at the conference, most of them high school teachers and
administrators. They did not regard Nobles lightly for during
16

the question and answer sessions, many teachers asked how to
get their schools in touch with his program. Glowing reports
of the conference were broadcast on CNN and NPR.
Perhaps the most disturbing thing to me, as I read about the
conference in Atlanta, was the participation in it of Thomas
Sobol, Education Commissioner for New York state. You may
already know something about recent revisions of the social
studies curriculum in New York, and you may know that the
New York state curriculum has been amended to say that the
political system of the Iroquois Indian Confederacy influenced
the writing of the United States Constitution. This decision
seems to make clear that some school authorities~ eager to
avoid minority group pressure, have begun to treat the curricu
lum as a prize in an ethnic spoils system.
The Sobol curriculum task force in New York decided that
the New York state curriculum was biased and Eurocentric.
The first sentence ofthe report of the task force reads as follows:
African-Americans, Asian Americans, Puerto
Ricans/Latinos and Native Americans have all
been the victims of an intellectual and educa
tional oppression that has characterized the cul
ture and institutions of the United States and
European-American world for centuries.
From reports of those who attended, Sobol expressed strong
interest in the Baseline Essays and in the efforts of Jeffries and
Nobles to rewrite the high school curriculum along such lines.
But back to Atlanta. One of those in attendance at the
conference was the writer, Andrew Sullivan, who reported the
following:
Even if the scholarship were true, it's difficult to
see the point of it all. The spirit is so ugly that
even if it did generate racial pride, that pride
would be synonymous with racial intolerance ...
it's sad enough, perhaps,, that the educational
establishment can tum a blind eye to this racism
in its midst, but it's sadder still that what passes
for an answer to the collapse of high school education
these days, is the institutionalization of hate.
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I could have mentioned other rather similar efforts being
supported by other racial and ethnic and religious groups. But
the African-American effort seems to be the largest and most
prominent these days and the proceedings at the Atlanta
conference are too outrageous to ignore.
It seems abundantly clear to me that only in a government
bureaucracy, called the public schools, could a curriculum of
this kind be accepted. Would parents of your acquaintance
select such schools for their children? Would school adminis
trators, answerable to parents as clients, endorse such a cur
riculum? I think we all know the answer?

Teachers for Our Schools
In all the efforts at educational reform, no one to my
knowledge has suggested that good teachers aren't critically
important. There is consensus that the caliber of American
education cannot rise above the caliber of American teachers.
There is also strong agreement that the performance of our
teachers will not improve without improvement in the educa
tion teachers receive.
John Goodlad, a highly respected educational researcher at
the University of Washington, has recently completed a project
entitled"A Study of the Education of Educators." The compre
hensive report of this just-published study is entitled Teachers
for Our Nation's Schools, and I have found some of its findings
and recommendations to be interesting. Goodlad takes the
colleges and universities of America to task for their cavalier
attitude toward educating teachers. He urges that universities
establish centers of pedagogy that are semiautonomous.
Goodlad believes that both the colleges of arts and sciences and
the schools of education are ill prepared to turn out well
qualified teachers.
Future teache1~s, Goodlad says, if they are to understand
school reform, must do their field work and initial teaching in
practice schools under clinical circumstances. He believes that
prospective teachers should spend time in schools that are
actually undergoing renewal so that the teachers can see for
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themselves that change is possible and that if continuing change
is to take place, they will have to take part in it.
Findings of other recent studies provide some interesting
information on teacher supply and demand. It is clear from
data from a number of sources that teachers are not leaving
teaching at anywhere near the rates that have been predicted;
and of those who do leave, a large number return. About 45
percent of the new teachers hired in the last 5 years are re
entering teachers. Because teachers tend to enter and leave
teaching routinely, attrition rates of teachers are not good
predictors of demand or supply. To the best of my knowledge,
we do not presently have good indicators of teacher demand.
It seems clear that the nation has never had a better oppor
tunity than now to bring into the profession, highly educated
adults who are eager to teach. Alternative certification pro
grams are making it possible for people without degrees in
education and with little or no coursework in professional
education to enter teaching.
Perhaps the best known alternate route to certification is
New Jersey's which is tailored for career changers and others
who hold degrees in academic subjects. The New Jersey
program requires some pre-training and on-the-job mentorship
from experienced teachers. Authorities report that since the
alternate route opened in 19851 the pool of applicants in New
Jersey has doubled and the quality of teacher applicants has
improved. Last year this plan produced 40 applicants in New
Jersey for physics teaching. By contrast, all the education
schools in New Jersey produced just four.
In New Jersey and elsewhere the teachers' unions have
bitterly opposed alternate certification, but their position has
softened some in the last few years as the programs have
succeeded. Thirty-three states now report alternate routes of
various kinds. Opposition from the unions and the teacher
training institutions is still gener~lly strong, however, and to
date only a small percentage of newly hired teachers come via
these routes.
No fair-minded person would indict all schools of educa
tion nor all of the departments within such schools. Many do
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first-rate jobs. But the fact is that schools ofeducation are under
broad-scale attack; they have been seriously discredited by
many groups whose support is badly needed. There can be no
doubt that serious reform of teacher education must go hand in
hand with reform of the schools.
Two issues are currently receiving a great deal of attention
with respect to teacher education. They are the content of
professional education preparation and teacher certification.
Some thoughts about each follow.
James D. Koerner, writing on this subject nearly 30 years
ago, pointed out that education has "poor credentials" as a
discipline relying mostly on other fields, especially psychol
ogy, for its substance. James Bryant Conant, a former Harvard
University president, at about the same time, pointed out that
there is no underlying discipline for pedagogical studies. Both
Koerner and Conant report that professors untrained in the
related disciplines often teach courses for which they are not
properly trained, philosophy of education, for example. Both
authors questioned the value ofmethods courses, and Koerner,
in particular, thought he detected a strong strain of anti
intellectualism in them, a bias against knowledge and disci
plined intellectual activity. Koerner believed that courses in
pedagogy are preoccupied with "meeting students' needs,"
especially their ''non-intellectual needs."
Schools of education frequently hear that their students are
not able intellectually. The sad truth is that education majors
tend to make lower scores on the standardized tests than their
fellow students in the universities. Personally, I'm not sure
that's a factor we ought to worry a great deal about because of
my limited confidence in the standardized tests to measure
intelligence meaningfully; nevertheless, it is a charge that
hampers our efforts to strengthen teaching's professionalism.
We should, of course, be seeking the best and brightest young
people to enter teaching.
It is important to note here the existence of the Holmes
Group, a consortium of schools of education from the nation's
leading universities. This group has called for eliminating the
undergraduate education degree and setting up clinical teach20

ing schools. They would also create a three-step career ladder
for teachers. The group claims to be promoting ''nothing less
than the transformation of teaching from an occupation into a
genuine profession." Their efforts to professionalize teaching
are commendable, especially when they point out that educa
tion ''must resist the temptation to enrich itself as other occupa
tions have done, by offering mediocre performance behind a
facade of higher credentials." The group notes that such
''pseudocredentialism'' is already common in teaching; mem
bers acknowledge that teachers are generally paid according to
their accumulation of college credits without regard to whether
those credits improve their performance.
The most serious challenge the Holmes Group faces is to
establish a disciplined body of knowledge called pedagogy.
Two former chairmen of the school of education at the Univer
sity of California at Berkeley, James Guthrie and Geraldine
Clifford, recently wrote that the Holmes Group ''assumes that
a body of coherent scientific knowledge now exists on teaching
and learning. Assertions to this effect, however, are not docu
mented."
With respect to certification, one observer calls the schools
of education, the state teacher licensing agencies and profes
sional organizations, especially the teachers' unions, an ''inter
locking directorate."
The linchpin in the control of the schools is certification.
And it seems to be used often as a device to exert a strong-arm
on the schools. Despite a shortage of science and mathematics
teachers, rules in many states permit a teacher of physical
education or social studies, for example, to teach science while
barring a well-trained scientist who lacks certification.
I know of cases, and I suspect you do, of people holding
majors in such fields as mathematics, even masters degrees,
who have tried to enter teaching only to be told that in order to
get the required certificate, they must take two years or more of
course work in professional education. As long as you and I
permit things like that to happen, we deserve the wrath that is
now being directed our way by an angry public.
A good deal of attention is presently directed to the evalu21

ation of teachers. My own view is that those are mostly wasted
efforts purely because teaching is far more art than science; and
that means that there's no way to measure teaching with any
assurance that what is being measured is related to students'
learning. What does that say about recognizing good te"achers
and merit pay? Just that good principals know good teaching
when they see it. So do parents and students. The simplest and
best method is to rely on the judgment of an expert, the
principal, and to have the principal evaluated by the superin
tendent in the same way. But, you say, there are incompetent
principals. Of course there are, and the system I'm endorsing
is not perfect. That leads me back to where I started: By
permitting parents to choose their children's schools, and thus
their teachers and ultimately their principals, too, we permit
market competition and its benefits to come to education.
Making parents the consumers would, I believe, solve
many of education's problems. The public schools are govern
ment monopolies of the purest kind, and they are as bureau
cratic and resistant to change as most other government agen
cies. Competition will work in our schools as well as it does in
other enterprises. It's time for the people of this country to give
competition a chance.
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